260 The Period of Constitution Making
He then sent after Englishmen and told them his need, and
desired their support, and promised them the best laws that
ever were before in this land; and every unjust impost he
forbade, and granted to men their woods and liberty of the
chase, but it stood no while.
In a severe illness in 1093 William believed he was at the
point of death, and apparently in terror at his own mis-
deeds he made a formal promise of a sweeping character,
This act is described by a contemporary:
An edict was published, confirmed by the royal seal, that all
captives in all parts of his dominion should be released, that
all debts should be irrevocably remitted, that all abuses
hitherto inflicted should be done away with forever. More-
over, there were promised to all people good and holy laws,
maintenance of uncorrupted justice, and such a severe inves-
tigation of wrongs as would deter others.
TMs account, by a very intelligent and reliable chronicler,x
shows a written promise, something in the nature of a
general edict or charter, and contains what is essentially
an acknowledgment by William that others had rights
as against Mm. The tide of promises was rising. This
was the background when a most sudden emergency
brought Henry I. to the throne. Under the circumstances
he had every motive to issue a set of written promises.
His brother's abuses were specific and notorious; they
broke the spirit and the letter of the tacit contract which
bound every lord and vassal; they had outraged a part
of the population which could be easily reached and
appealed to by a formal charter; they were susceptible
of a clear, contractual statement. But not only did
Henry's situation cry out for a charter at the time of his
1 This was Eadmer. For the passage cited see Stubbs, Select Charters,
p. 109. The text of William XL's edict has been lost; we know of it only
through the chronicler. It is interesting that Eadmer's account of Henry's
charter is very similar to his account of William's. If Henry's had been
lost we should have the same knowledge and opinion of it we now have of
William's.